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PREFACE 


This brochure has been prepared and issued as 
part of the observance of the International 
Women’s Year. It sets out briefly the heroic role 
played by Indian women in India’s struggle for 
freedom. I will like to take this opportunity to 
thank our Education Minister Prof. S. Nurul 
Hasan who planned the series. I am grateful to 
my colleagues in the Gazetteers Unit for their 
help and cooperation. My thanks are also due 
to Shri N. K. Sundaram, Assistant Educational 
Adviser, who has brought it out at a very short 


notice. 
P. N. Chopra 
Editor, Gazetteers 
New Delhi Ministry of Education & 
October 18, 1975 Social Welfare 
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| ae struggle for freedom had been a long drawn-out 
battle. Though it actually began in the second half of the 19th 
century, isolated attempts were made in various parts of the 
country to bring the British rule in India to an end about a cen- 
tury earlier. The real power in northern India passed into the 
hands of the British in 1757. The loss of independence pro- 
vided the motive force for the struggle for freedom and Indians 
in different parts of the country began their efforts to throw off 
the yoke of the alien rulers. It took over 100 years for the 
struggle to gain full momentum. Very seldom, however, during 
this period (1757 to 1857) was the country free from either 
civil or military disturbances and there was plenty of opposition, 
often from very substantial sections of the common people, 


Surprisingly enough the opposition to foreign rule in carly 
years came more from the peasants, labourers and the weaker 
sections of the society than from the educated bourgeois classes. 
Unscrupulous defiance of moral principles and the reckless ex- 
ploitation of the masses that characterised the early activities of 
the traders, made the rule of the East India Company hateful 
to the people. The proselytising activities of the Christian mis- 
sionaries were greatly resented all around. The deliberate destruc- 
tion of Indian manufactures and handicrafts aggravated agrarian 
misery and economic discontent. All these factors led to local 
resistance in different parts of this vast country which was basi- 
cally united in its opposition to British rule 


The uprisings of the Chaurs in 1799 in the districts of 
Manbhum, Bankura and Midnapur which took an alarming turn 
were master-minded by the Rani of Midnapur. The Rani was 
taken prisoner on April 6, 1799, which only made the Chaurs 
more furious. The uprising of the Chaurs may rightly be re- 
garded as the earliest example of the consequences of injudicious 
exactions from the ryots. The revolt of Rani Channamma of 
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Kittur in 1824 deserves special mention. She put up a stiff re- 
sistance when the British tried to annex her principality. The 
thrilling story of Kittur’s fight for freedom under the dauntless 
Rani Channamma has become a legend in the Karnataka re- 
gion. Equally important in the annals of India’s struggle for free- 
dom is the rebellion of the Santals (1855) occupying Rajmahal 
hills against the British Government who in league with the 
mahajans or money-lenders oppressed these industrious people, 
there being even cases of molestation of women. We need not go 
into the details of many other revolts and disturbances throughout 
the country which have been the subject matter of many disser- 
tations but it is apparent that there was a cry to “drive out the 
British” almost throughout the first century of the British rule in 
India. 


The British, however, refused fo heed the warning or even to 
care for it as they had developed an over-weening confidence in 
their strength in India. Therefore, when the Great Revolt of 
1857 took place. they were completely stunned. It was the first 
organised attempt on the part of the Indians for the emancipation 
of their country. No doubt, the British came out victorious at 
the end but the Indians too gained in the sense that the movement 
became a symbol of inspiration and sacrifice for the subsequent 
generations. The leaders of the out-break were both men and 
women, most important amongst the latter being Begum Hazrat 
Mahal, Rani Lakshmi Bai and the Rani of Ramgarh. Some of 
them led troops to the battlefield and fought valiantly, while 
others suffered imprisonment, exile and eventual death. 


Hazrat Mahal, wife of Nawab Wajic¢ Ali Shah, the deposed 
tuler of Avadh, rose in revolt against the British rule and be- 
came one of the principal leaders of the Great Revolt of 1857. 
With the active help of the revolutionary forces, she captured 
Lucknow after defeating the British treops and set up her son 
Birjis Qadr as the King of Avadh. She assumed real power as 
the regent of the infant prince and personally participated in the 
defence of Lucknow against the invading British forces under Sit 
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Colin Campbell. She is reported to have appeared in the battle- 
field on February 25, 1858. mounted on an elephant. Even 
according to the British historians, she was a brave and coura- 
geous lady who inspired her troops in the battle-field. Under ad- 
verse circumstances, the Begum had to escape to Nepal and re- 
fused to surrender to the British authorities even when a pen- 
sion and an “honourable position” was offered to her. In reply 
to the Proclamation of Queen Victoria (1858), she issued a 
counter-proclamation guaranteeing the rights, honour and dignity 
of the Indian princes. She warned the people not to have faith in 
the British promises “for it is the unvarying custom of the English 
never to forgive a fault, be it great or small”. 


Many other women laid down their lives in defence of the 
city of Lucknow but, unfortunately, their names remain un- 
known. The contemporary accounts of the British officers bear 
testimony to it. For example, Sir W. H. Russel noted in his 
Diary “a wrinkled hag with age grown double, lurking near the 
iron bridge and gathering up little bits of rags. She was later 
found quite dead and close to her hand lay a piece of cotton, 
like a candle-wick, and partially burnt, while nearly hidden by 
the rubbish, appeared through the floor, close to where the dead 
woman’s hand rested, a bamboo containing a slow match. The 
bamboo led to an enormous mine.” What wrongs her feeble hands 
were trying to avenge will never be known. Another British offi- 
cer mentioned “an unknown brave woman who perched herself 
on a large peepul tree in the court of Sikandar Bagh, shot a 
number of British soldiers and was shot dead in her turn”. A 
British army officer observed that “among the slain at Sikandar 
Bagh there were a few Amazon Negresses who fought like wild 
cats and it was not till after they were killed that their sex was 
even suspected.” In Delhi there was another woman known as 
the ‘Maid of Delhi’ who was a terror to the British solidiers. She 
took part in the battle in a soldier’s uniform and won laurels. 


But the crowning glory of 1857 was the famous Rani Lakshmi 
Bai of Jhansi (1835-1858) who had taken a vow to take revenge 
on the British for their annexation of her State after the death 
of her husband Raja Gangadhar Rao. She took up arms against 
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the British and drove them out of Jhansi in 1857. She inflicted 
further defeats on the British and became the most powerful 
leader of the Revolt. She fought valiantly against the British 
forces under Sir Hugh Rose. She had to escape to Kalpi where 
she was joined by the forces of the rebel leader, Tantya Tope 
(1814-1859), a trusted lieutenant of Nana Sahib of Kanpur. 
She fought pitched battles but had to withdraw in face of superior 
British forces. She commanded her forces wearing male attire 
and was mortally wounded in the battle at Kotah-Ki-Sarai in 
Gwalior on June 18, 1858. Her opponent Sir Hugh Rose was 
so impressed by the indomitable courage of the Rani that he 
described her as “the best and the bravest of the leaders”. 


There were other important ladies who took active part im 
the rebellion. The Rani of Ramgarh was the most important of 
them. Under her inspiration, Ramgarh became the fountain- 
head of revolt. She had to yield to the superior British forces but 
in order to avoid the disgrace of falling in the hands of the 
enemy, she took a sword from her campanion and plunged it 
into her own body. The Thakurain of Budri, Rani Digambar 
Kaur and the Rani of Tikari also actively helped in the struggle. 


The failure of the out-break of 1857 opened a new phase 
in India’s struggle for freedom. The idea of open armed resis- 
tance against the British was at a discount, though it was not 
altogether discarded as is evident from the various rebetlions 
which broke out in several parts of the country during the years 
1859-1872. The most important of them were the Indigo 
disturbances in Bengal, the movements of the Wahabis in Bihar, 
Bengal and other parts of the country and the Kukas in the 
Punjab. There are very few references in the official records to 
the part played by women in these rebellions. It is, however, 
certain that the women stood behind their menfolk in the struggle 
against the alien rulers. For example, in the Kuka Movement, 
Hookmee, daughter of Ratan Singh. a cultivator, -played an 
important part. Ind Kaur of Sangrur joined the jatha of Kukas 
proceeding to attack Maloud in 1872 but was captured and killed 
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by British soldicrs. Among the Kukas who were arrested for attac- 
king the treasury at Malerkotla in January 1872, there were two 
unknown women who were handed over to the Commanding 
Officer of the troops. In this encounter, seven Kukas were killed 
while 49 of them were later on blown up by the guns by the 
British. 


The main current of Indian nationalism, however, flowed 
peacefully. The leaders who had imbibed western political thought 
were now becoming the standard-bearers of the national move- 
ment. Nevertheless, the social and economic factors provided 
sufficient grist to the mill of political discontent. India was being 
drained of her wealth by the selfish policy of the British Imperia- 
listic Government. Another disconcerting feature was the racial 
arrogance of the British. It manifested itself in their rude be- 
haviour towards Indians, sometimes accompanied by brutal 
assaults and the turning out of respectable Indians out of railway 
compartments, etc. Indians felt deeply humiliated and harboured 
an increasing feeling of bitterness against the British. The main 
task of focussing attention on these matters and the consequent 
need for reforms fell on the shoulders of leaders such as W. C. 
Bonnerjee (1844-1906), Dadabhai Naoroji (1825-1917), 
Badruddin Tyabji (1844-1906), Surendranath Banerjea 
(1848-1925), Pherozeshah Mehta (1845-1915), and others. 
Women participation in these earlier years was hardly 
noticeable but we do come across a few references to some wo- 
men social reformers who indirectly made a distinct contribution 
to the cause of India’s freedom. Prominent among them were 
Maharani Tapasvini, Pandita Ramabai, Swarn Kumari, Rama 
Bai Ranade and Francina Sorabji. Maharani Tapasvini, said to be 
a niece of Rani Lakshmi Bai of Jhansi, was imprisoned for some 
time after the Revolt of 1857. Swarn Kumari was the sister of 
the renowned poct Rabindranath Tagore (1861-194!) and was 
the President of the Ladies Section of the Theosophical Society 
of Bengal in 1885-86. She was the first woman to attend the 
session of the Indian National Congress held in Calcutta in 1900 
as a delegate. 

7 ESW/75—2 
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The Indian National Congress was founded in 1885 by Allan 
Octavian Hume (1829-1912) and others with the blessings of 
the then Viceroy Lord Dufierin. He thought that it would be ‘a 
pudlic benefit’ if there existed some responsible organisation 
through which the Government could be kept informed regarding 
Indian public opinion. The Congress in its early years was some- 
thing like an annual get-together of western educated city-dwellers. 
Their activities in this period were confined to demands for stnall 
concessions such as greater represcntation in services, holding 
of simultancous examinations in India and England for the Indian 
Civil Service, grant of Imperial Commissions to Indians, appoint- 
ment of Indians to the Executive Councils, etc. Though the Con- 
gress followed the policy of moderation in its cartier stages, 
it did help in the political advancement of India. The annual 
gathcrings of Indians from all parts of the country fostered patrio- 
tic feelings and awakened political consciousness among the cdu- 
cated classes. 


While the Congress was thus continuing its agitation on 
constitutional lines which was regarded as “mendicant” by its 
critics, a new wave of nationalism was swecping over Bengal 
and Maharashtra. Its pioneer in Bengal was Bankim Chandra 
Chatterji_ (1838-1894), the renowned author of Vande Mataram 
(Hail Mother) hymn. In Maharashtra, the message of nationa- 
lism was preached by Bal Gangadhar Tilak whose political views 
were extremist. Tilak made it the great aim of his life to diffuse 
the spirit of patriotism and nationalism among the masses. He 
criticised the Congress for its weak policy and exhorted the people 
through his articles in the Kesari and the Mahratta to try strong 
constitutional means to achieve their objective. In the Punjab, 
Lajpat Rai (1865-1928) and in Bengal, Bepin Chandra Pal 
(1858-1932) criticised the Congress, as its propaganda was con- 
fined to a few English educated persons. Swaraj (independence), 
Swadeshi (usc of home-made goods) and boycott became the 
battle cry of these extremists. 


The climax was reached when Bengal was partitioned in 
1905. The motive of the Imperial British Government was to 
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cut in twin the most politically advanced and flourishing society 
in India and to crush the political power and influence of the 
educated opinion of Bengal. Hundreds of meetings were held in 
different parts of the country protesting against the partition. The 
women too were stirred by this political upheaval. Some 500 
women held a meeting at Jenokand village in Murshidabad Dis- 
trict to protest against the Government decision. They urged the 
people to boycott foreign goods and use only indigenous articles, 
whence the movement came to be called the Swadeshi Movement. 
In other parts of the country too, women did not lag behind. 
Mrs. Ramsay Mac Donald who visited India during this perio¢ 
noticed that ‘this movement seems to be spreading as much 
among women as men’. Valentine Chirol, the British author of 
Indian Unrest recorded that “the revolt seems to have obtained 
the firm hold of zenana (female apartment) and the Hindu 
woman behind the purdah often cxercises a greater influence on 
her husband and her sons than the British woman who moves 
freely about the world. In Bengal even boys of so tender an age 
as still to have the run of zenana, 1 am told, have been taught 
the whole pattern of sedition and go about from house to house 
dressed up as little sanyasis in little yellow robes preaching hatred 
of the English”. 


The women contributed their gold bangles, nose rings, brace- 
lets etc. for the promotion of the Swadeshi Movement. In villages 
too. a handful of grains was kept apart daily by the rural people 
for this purpose. Sarojini Bosc, wife of Tara Prasanna Rose, took 
a vow that she would not put on gold bangles till the Vande 
Mataram circular prohibiting the use of the slogan, was with- 
diawn. Kumudini Mitter, daughter of Kristo Mitter, a well-known 
public Icader, was quite active and helped in the circulation of the 
revolutionary literature. She propagated the cult of revolution 
through ‘Suprabhar’, a Bengali magazine. In Bombay, Mrs. Ketkar 
(Tilak’s daughter) aad Mrs. A. VY. Joshi, according to an in- 
telligence report of the Government of India, were very active 
in propagating the Swadeshi Movement. In other parts. of the 
country as well, the women were equally active. Sushila Devi of 
Sialkot, Hardevi of Lahore, Purani of Hissar, and Agayavati 
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of Delhi were some of the important women who played a not- 
able role spreading the message of extremist nationalism. Sarla 
Devi, niece of Rabindranath Tagore, also deserves mention in 
this connection. She tried to review the heroic spirit among the 
people and established a centre for physical culture in Calcutta. 
She opened a shop called Lakshmi Bhandar for popularising 
Swadeshi goods. 

Thus the Swadeshi Movement. perhaps for the first time, 
drew women out from the seclusion of their homes, and in many 
instances made them active participants in the grim struggle for 
Swaraj. It was also during this period that 500 women of Cal- 
cutta congratulated the mother of Khudi Ram Bose (1889-1908). 
the revolutionary youth, who was hanged for throwing a bomb 
at the carriage of Kingsford, Sessions Judge at Muzaffarpur, 
which accidentally killed two British ladies. His mother appre- 
ciated and extolled the patriotic act of her son. 


The development of terrorism was a notable feature of this 
movement. The declared object of these revolutionaries was to 
bring about the independence of the motherland for the attain- 
ment of which there should not be any hesitation to use arms. 
Secret societies were established in Bengal, Bihar, Maharashtra 
and the Punjab. Some of the important revolutionary organisa- 
tions were ‘Anusilan Samiti’ and ‘Jugantar Samiti’ in  castern 
India and ‘Abhinava Bharat’ in western India. Numerous cons- 
piracies and acts of terrorism were worked out by the revolu- 
tionaries, many of whom were sentenced to long terms of im- 
prisonment, transported to Andamans or died on the gallows. 
Some of the daring young men such as Shyamji Krishna Verma 
went abroad and set up centres for propaganda in London, Paris 
and other places in Europe and smuggled arms into India. 
Madam Bhikaji Cama (1861—1936), a Parsi lady of Bombay. 
decided to work outside India against immense odds to build up 
public opinion in favour of India’s freedom. She left India in 
1902 and joined the noted revolutionary Shyamii Krishna Verma 
in London. She undertook travels in Europe and America. She 
established contracts with revolutionaries in Ireland, Russia. Egypt 
and Germany and triccl to smuggle revolvers to the extremists 


Namdhari Elibrary Namdhari€ library@qmail.com 


9 


in India concealed in toys as Christmas gifts. She attended the 
Socialist Congress at Stuttgart in Germany in August 1907, 
where she, for the first time, unfurled the flag of Indian freedom. 
She wrote articles in the ‘Indian Sociologist’ and spoke frequently 
at the Hyde Park. London apprising the British people about the 
political condition in India. She had to shift her centre of acti- 
vities from London to Paris where she started the Journal “Bande 
Mataram” to propagate her ideas. A large number of copies of 
the journal were smuggled into India and distributed throughout 
the country. She was also a very active member of the ‘Abhinab 
Bharat Society’, started by V. D. Savarkar in India and London 
which was responsible for the murder of Jackson at Nasik and 
Ashe in the Tinnevelly district. She was imprisoned during the 
First World War by the French Government and later on joined 
hands with the French Communists. 


The repressive measures of the British Government failed to 
crush the spirit of the Indians who continued their struggle 
relentlessly. The British Government now tried to pacify the 
moderates in the Congress by announcing the reforms of 1909 
which raised the number of elected members of the Viceroy’s 
Legislative Council and also enlarged the size of the Provincial 
Legislative Councils. But by introducing the provision for 
separate electorates on the basis of religion, it created compli- 
cations in the struggle for Swaraj. 


Before Mahatma Gandhi (1869—1948) came to the fore- 
front of the national movement and became its undisputed leader, 
two women, Annie Besant (1847—1933) and Sarojini Naidu 
(1879—1949), had already made a deep impact on the minds 
of Indian women. They rendered a great service to the nation 
by involving women more and more in India’s national move- 
ment. 


Annic Besant was a dynamic force in Indian politics and 
rendered valuable service to the cause of national regeneration 
in India both from political and cultural points of view. She 
worked with zeal and energy to make the idea of Home Rule 
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popular in large parts of India. She founded the Home Rule 
League in 1916 and edited two journals, The New India and the 
Commonweal. She remarked in 1917 that the strength of the 
Home Rule movement was rendered ten-fold greater “by the 
adhesion to it of a large number of women who brought to it 
the uncalculating heroism. endurance, self-sacrifice of the femi- 
nine nature. Our League’s best recruits and recruiters are 
amongst the women of India, and the women of Madras boast 
that they marched in procession when the men were stopped and 
that their prayers in the temples set the interned captives free.” 


It was at the call of this crusader for India’s freedom, Annie 
Besant, that Sarojini Naidu decided to enter into active politics 
and joined the Home Rule League in 1916. The former was 
the first President (1917) of the Indian National Congress who 
showed by her action that the Presidency “was not a_ passing 
show or a three-day festivity”, but involved shouldering of res- 
ponsibility throughout the succeeding year. 


Born in a family of scholars, Sarojini Naidu was educated at 
Cambridge. She showed a marked flair for literature at an 
early age which later on found expression in beautiful English 
verses and earned her the title of the “Nightingale of India”. 
She became one of the chief lieutenants of Mahatma Gandhi and 
was the first Indian lady to preside over the Indian National 
Congress Session (Kanpur, 1925) which was followed by Nelic 
Sen Gupta in 1933 and later by Smt. Indira Gandhi who was 
elected President in 1959-60. “The entry of a woman of such 
eminence into active politics”, as has been rightly observed was 
“not only a great asset to the Congress but a real inspiration to 
the hesitant womanhood of India. The fact that she left home, 
husband and children to identify herself with the movement for 
freedom, had a tremendous impact on women in determining 
their future participation in the national movement”. 


Meanwhile, World War | had coinc to an end and the Indian 
people hoped that they would be given the status of a self-gov- 
erning dominion in view of the great sacrifices they had made 
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during the War. But they were completely disillusioned by the 
Government of India Act, 1919 or the Montague-Chelmsford 
reforms as they were called. The Congress in its session at 
Bombay (1918) criticised the proposals as disappointing and 
unsatisfactory. The Government of India took steps to fore- 
stall political agitations, particularly terrorism, and assumed 
special powers under the Rowllatt Bills passed in 1919. These 
laws known as the ‘Black Bills’ shook the entire nation as they 
deprived them of their ordinary rights and privileges of trial in 
courts and defence under the law. There were riots in the 
Punjab where martial law was imposed. The greatest tragedy 
however occurred at Amritsar (April 13, 1919) where under 
the orders of General Dyer, British troops fired over sixteen 
hundred rounds on the unarmed and defenceless people who 
had gathered at a meeting at Jallianwala Bagh with hardly any 
means of escape. At the end of the firing, there was not a place 
where people were not lying dead in large numbers. The ghastly 
Sight, however, failed to move the callous heart of Dyer who 
deliberately took no steps to provide medical aid to the wounded. 
On the other hand, he ordered that nobody should move out of 
his house after 8 p.m. Even so, there were some daring persons 
who risked their lives to visit the place and make a search for 
those still alive. Among them, the name of Shrimati Attar Kaur 
deserves special mention. The official estimates put the casuali- 
ties at 379 killed and twelve hundred wounded. Pandit Madan 
Mohan Malaviya’s report issued on behalf of the Congress stated 
that one thousand people were killed. There were instances of 
harassment of women by the British soldiers, which were brought 
to the notice of the Secretary of State by Sarojini Naidu. 


This national tragedy moved the whole nation which was 
now determined to throw off the foreign yoke under the leader- 
ship of Gandhiji who, on his return from South Africa, threw 
himself heart and soul in the national movement. His leader- 
ship opened a new chapter in India’s struggle for freedom. He 
chalked out a programme of action which had not been adopted 
by any other leader so far. He transformed the national move- 
ment into a mass movement for liberty. He lived in the villages 
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and led the simple life of a peasant. The masses understood 
him and responded to his call. He was a champion of Hindu- 
Muslim unity and regarded it as essential for the achievement 
of freedom. The whole-heartedly supported the Khilafat cause 
as he felt that the Indian Muslims were genuinely aggrieved over 
the wrong done to Turkey by the British. He therefore declared 
that he would launch a non-violent non-cooperation movement 
(1920—22) ona mass scale to compel the British to grant inde- 
pendence to India and to rectify the wrong done to Turkey. 
Gandhijis’ non-cooperation movement included boycott of 
Government oflices and institutions, courts, legislatures, etc., 
besides complete adoption of swadeshi cloth and boycott of 
foreign goods. People defied the law and nearly thirty thousand 
men and women courted arrest- The participation of women 
in this movement was unprecedented. In the words of Jawaharlal 
Nehru, “It was Gandhiji, that wonderful man and great revolu- 
tionary, who brought a dramatic change among our women, 
when at his bidding, they came out in large numbers from the 
shelter of their homes to take their part in the struggle for India’s 
freedom. Once the old shackles were removed, it was no longer 
possible to replace them in the same way. Attempts were no 
doubt made to go back, but they were bound to fail”. 


Gandhiji’s appeal brought forth an amazing response. Women- 
folk flocked to the organisation and threw themselves whole- 
heartedly into the movement. Sarla Devi Chaudhurani, Sarojini 
Naidu and Kamala Devi Chattopadhya were in the forefront of 
the struggle in Bengal. Basanti Devi, wife of Deshbandhu C. R. 
Das, his sister, Urmila Debi, Sumati Debi, Nelie Sen Gupta, 
wife of Deshpriya J. M. Sen Gupta, Renuka Ray, Malti 
Chaudhury, Leela Roy, Aruna Asaf Ali, Santosh Kumari Gupta, 
Shanti Das (Kabir), Indumati Goenka, Ila Sen and Bina Das 
were some of the other prominent ladies who led the young wo- 
men of Bengal in the non-cooperation movement. 


In Maharashtra, women held meetings and exhorted the 
people to boycott the Prince of Wale’s visit. Shrimati Kasturba 
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Gandhi toured the various provinces and appealed to the women 
to boycott foreign goods and spin and wear khadi. “If we want 
to earn Swaraj”, she said, “we will have to fill the bowl of the 
Goddess of Freedom”. 


In the Punjab, Smt. Radha Devi, wife of Lala Jajpat Rai. 
was in the forefront of the struggle. Parvati Devi of Layallpur 
was arrested and taken to Agra where she was sentenced to two 
years imprisonment. Abida Bano Begum, popularly known as 
Bai Aman, mother of Mohammad Ali and Shaukat Ali, under- 
took tour of many provinces and exhorted Muslim ladies to give 
up purdah and work for the freedom of the country. Mahatma 
Gandhi paid her a handsome tribute when she passed away in 
1924. He said, “She realised that the freedom of India was 
impossible without Hindu-Muslim unity and khaddar. She there- 
fore ardently preached unity which had become an article of 
faith with her”. 


In Uttar Pradesh, Swarup Rani Nehru, Kamala Nehru and 
Begum Abdul Qadir were in the vanguard of the non-coopera- 
tion movement. Kamala Nehru endeared herself as the ‘Pride 
of Allahabad’. 


Women from almost all the provinces were represented in 
this movement launched under the leadership of Mahatma 
Gandhi. The names of Rajkumari Amrit Kaur and Amar Kaur 
in the Punjab and Ansuya Bai Kale in Madhya Pradesh deserve 
special mention. Rural areas also became politically alive. 
The peasants in Midnapur, and the tenants in Bareilly and Faiza- 
bad and Adivasis of Chhota Nagpur refused to pay taxes. The 
British Government adopted repressive measures and declared 
beth the Congress and the Khilafat organisations unlawful. 
However. there was a case of mob violence at Chauri Chaura 
in U.P., resulting in the death of a few policemen which led 
Gandhiji to suspend the movement. The negotiations between 
Gandhiji and the British Government failed as the latter refused 
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to agrec to the demand of the Congress for Dominion Status. 
Consequently, the Congress at its meeting at Lahore in December 
1929, under the Presidentship of Jawaharlal Nehru, declared 
complete independence as the national goal. As the British 
Government refused to yield, Gandhiji decided to defy the Salt 
Law. He launched his Civil Disobedience Movement by under- 
taking the historic March to Dandi, a village on the sea coast 
about 332 kms. from the Sabarmati Ashram in Ahmedabad. 
Gandhiji was arrested. The Civil Disobedience Movement now 
gathered momentum and about ninety thousand satyagrahis 
courted arrest. The participants in the Salt Satyagraha came 
from the different strata of Indian society. The participation of 
women in the agitation everywhere was unprecedented. Kamala 
Devi Chattopadhya’s account of the part played by the women 
at this stage of struggle is worth quoting. “Gandhiji’s first in- 
stinct was to reserve women for some special work and not allow 
them to participate in the general struggle. But the movement 
proved too big for that. Even though only a few women were 
chosen officially in the salt satyagraha with which the Indian 
revolution opened on the morning of April 6, 1930, by sunset 
of that first day it had turned into a mass movement and swept 
the country. 


“On that memorable day thousands of women strode down 
to the sea like proud warriors. But instead of weapons, they 
bore pitchers of clay, brass and copper, and instead of uniform, 
the simple sari of village India. One watched them fascinated 
and awe struck. How had they broken their age-old shell of 
social seclusion and burst into this fierce light of open warfare? 
Undoubtedly. the women turned the struggle into a beautiful epic. 
As Mahatma Gandhi said ‘the part the women of India played, 
will be written in letters of gold’. 


“Unlettcred, untrained, unprepared, they assumed new duties 


with un-expected courage. It was the women who made law 
breaking universal. Following the violation of the Salt Act 
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came effective attacks on the forest laws and other obnoxious 
taxes and regulations”. 


The response of Indian women to Gandhiji’s call took by 
surprise not only the Government but even the Indians themselves. 
Miss Mary Campbell, who had carried on the temperance work 
in India for forty years. has vividly described the political awakcn- 
ing of the women in Delhi where alone 1600 women were arrested. 
Besides prominent ladies such as Mani Bhen Patcl. Satyavati, 
Memo _ Bai, Savitri Devi, Brij Rani, Chandravati Devi, 
daughter-in-law of Swami Shardhanand, and Kaushalya Devi, 
there were many other ladies, belonging to the different strata of 
society such as Anar Devi, Champa Devi, Chameli Devi, Chand- 
ravati, Dayawati, Durga Devi, Ganga Devi, Jai Devi, 
Javitri Devi, Kalawati, Kamla Devi and Kaiser Devi who courted 
imprisonment. The condition in other parts of the country was 
not different. Dhangopal Mukherjee has given a lively description 
of a meeting in Bombay where “a large number of ladies belong- 
ing to aristocratic families were holding a closed door meeting 
to discuss the political situation in the country, while 
the men were waiting, moving the screen, and exposing them in 
the full glare of light to the gaze of a bewildered throng of men”. 
Forcign visitors like H. N. Brailsford and G. Slocombe were 
greatly impressed by the impact the movement made on the 
women of India almost overnight and observed that “if Civil 
Disobedience Movement has accomplished nothing else but the 
emancipation of the women of India, it would have fully justified 
itself.” 


In Madhya Pradesh, the names of Reyana, a labourcr and 
Demo Bai, a farmer, deserve special mention. Both of them were 
killed by police firing during the Civil Disobedience Movement. 
Vanara Senas were also organised in the various parts of the 
country to harness the enthusiasm and energy of the youth. At 
the tender age of 12, Jawaharlal Nehru’s daughter, Indira had 
built up an army of 6,000 children at Allahabad and _ similar 
armies were organiscd at Bombay by Kamala Devi and by 
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Rameshwaramma at Madras. These young volunteers did intelli- 
gence work, brought valuable information and carried messages. 


Tt was at this time that the Garhwali troops refused to open 
fire on an unarmed crowd at Peshawar and many of them were 
court-martialled. The revolutionaries also became active and there 
was a raid on the Chittagong armoury under the leadership of 
Surya Sen. Their objective was to capture the armoury of the 
police auxiliary force, massacre the Europeans in the Chitta- 
gong club and to destroy the telephone exchange and the tele- 
graph office. They were successful in their attempt and after 
killing the sepoys and the Sergeant-Major, they armed themselves 
with pistols, revolvers and rifles. But they forgot to take the 
cartridges which were kept in a separate locked room. They were, 
however, not able to destroy the Telegraph office and returned 
to the police lincs where they joined the main party and declared 
the Provisional Independent Government of India with Surya Sen 
as President. The raiders were also able to cut all telegraph com- 
munications between Chittagong and the outside world. 


The information was, however, sent out by wireless by the Bri- 
tish authorities and reinforcements reached Chittagong. Then 
followed a regular pitched battle in which 11 revolutionaries lost 
their lives. The casualities on the Government side were also 
heavy but exact figures are not available. Another free fight took 
place at Chandernagore when the Police Commissioner surroun- 
ded a house in which a few of the Chittagong raiders had taken 
refuge. Kalpana Dutt, one of the few ladies who had played such 
a notable role in the revolutionary activities, was arrested in 1973 
in a house in Gohira village and was tried along with Chittagong 
armoury raiders. Surya Sen was sentenced to death while 
Kalpana Dutt to transportation for life. 


Earlier two teen-aged girl siudents of the Government High 
School, Shanti Gosh and Sumiti Chaudhuri, had killed the Dis- 
trict Magistrate of Tipperah. Both of them were tried by a 
Special Tribunal which sentenced them to transportation for life. 
Equally daring was the attempt of Bina Dass to kill the Governor 
of Bengal. She came to the convocation at Calcutta University 
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Senate Hall on February 6, 1932 to receive her graduate 
degree. As soon as the Governor Sir Stanley Jackson stood up to 
read his address, she fired five shots from her revolver on him. 
The Governor saved himself by ducking while the Vice-Chancellor 
was slightly injured. In her statement in the court, Bina Dass 
took the entire responsibility for her act and said ‘my job was to 
die, and if to die, to die nobly, fighting against this despotic sys- 
tem of Government, which has kept my country in perpetual sub- 
jection to its infinite shame and endless sufferings; and fighting 
in a way which cannot but tell’. She was sentenced to nine years 
rigorous imprisonment. 


The other famous woman revolutionary, Pritti Lata Waddedar 
was an important member of the militant organizations known 
as ‘Dipali Sangh’, and “Chhatri Sangh”. She was the leader of 
the party which attacked the Phaartali European Club at Chitta- 
gong on September 22, 1932. To avoid capture, she committed 
suicide on the spot by swallowing cyanide poison. Banalata 
Das Gupta another revolutionary, was detained without trial for 
possessing unlicensed arms in her hostel. She refused to give an 
undertaking to the British authorities to keep away from poli- 
tical activities and died on July 1, 1936 at Calcutta while still 
under internment. 


Unable to suppress the upsurge by force, the Goverament 
finally decided to open negotiations which resulted in the Gandhi- 
Irwin Pact (1931) under which the Congress agreed to suspend 
the movement and attend the Round Table Conference 
which was convened in London for seeking the grea- 
test possible measure of agreement between the repre- 
sentatives of both British India and the Indian States. 
Gandhiji attended the second session of the Round 
Table Conference from September 7 to December 1, 1931: The 
final agreement foundered on the communal deadlock and 
Gandhiji returned to India on December 28, 1931, and resumed 
the civil disobedience movement. The British Government dec- 
lared the Congress unlawful and thousands of people were arrested. 
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The movement continued till May 1934 when the Cong- 
tess decided to allow the proposed new constitution of 1935 a 
fair trial and the movement was withdrawn. The Congress fought 
elections at the Centre and in the provinces and formed Minis- 
tries in 7 provinces. It did useful work in the field of education, 
and social and economic uplift for about 2 years when the Second 
World War broke out. The British Government declared war 
against Nazi Germany on September 3, 1939. The Viceroy pro- 
claimed that India. too, was at war with Germany. As he did 
not care to consult the Central Assembly or the representatives of 
the people and expressed Britain’s inability to grant independence 
to India, the Congress ministries resigned immediately in October 
1939. Meanwhile, the war took a turn for the worse for the 
Allies as Germany over-ran almost the whole of Europe. The 
Congress did not like to exploit the situation and offered to co- 
operate with the British Government if a Provisional National 
Government was set up at the Centre and the right of India 
to independence was recognised. The British Government rejected 
the Congress offer. The Congress decided to start the Individual 
Civil Disobedience Campaign in October 1940, as a protest against 
the British policies. It continued for 14 months and about 20,000 
persons were convicted. Included among them were a large 
number of ladies. 


While the Indian people were thus feeling completely disil- 
lusioned and frustrated. the War took an alarming turn so far 
as India was concerned, due to the entry of the Japanese as an 
ally of the Axis power against Britain. With lightning speed the 
Japanese forces took over Singapore, overran Malaya and cap- 
tured Rangoon and Mandalay. Thus in 1942, India came very 
near to the theatre of war and in fact there were air raids on 
Vishakhapatnam and Kakinada in April 1942. At this crucial 
hour the British Government decided to depute Sir Stafford 
Cripps, a Member of the War Cabinet, to hold discussions with 
the Indian leaders. However, he was unwilling to accept the 
Congress demand that there must be a Cabinet Government with 
full powers. There was also a difference of opinion about the 
retention of the Defence portfolio by the British. The Indian 
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leaders felt that complete transfer of power to the Indian people 
was essential to organise what could be a People’s War. 


The failure of the Cripps Mission brought out a distinct 
change in Gandhiji’s mood. Hitherto he was against launching 
any mass movement during the war. He did not wish to hamper 
the British efforts in their struggle. He now asked for com- 
plete British withdrawal from India. He argued that by doing 
so India would not only regain her freedom but would at the 
same time avoid becoming a theatre of war between Britain and 
Japan. With the passing of the Quit India Resolution by the 
All India Congress Committee on August 8, 1942, the die was 
cast. Early next morning August 9, 1942, Gandhiji and the 
members of the Working Committee were taken into custody 
under the Defence of India Rules. All Congress Committees 
were declared unlawful organisations, Congress headquarters 
sealed up and AICC funds confiscated. Wholesale arrests of 
Congressmen began in every province. Ordinances under the 
Defence of India Rules were issued imposing strict control over 
the publication of news and contents to such an extent that 
several newspapers preferred to close down as a protest. There 
were spontaneous hartals throughout the country and protest 
meetings were held. Thousands of women and girl students 
took part in the struggle and went through the horrors of police 
repression. Prominent women such as Sucheta Kripalani, Aruna 
Asaf Ali and others went underground to carry on the struggle. 
They were among those who chalked out the programme of action 
after the arrest of Gandhiji. Aruna Asaf Ali was able to hoist 
the National Flag on August 9 at Gowalia Tank Maidan, Bombay, 
in spite of police firing which resulted in eight deaths. The 
police failed to arrest her in spite of their best efforts. As a 
fugitive, Aruna Asaf Ali paid frequent visits to Delhi which had 
become a nerve centre of activities for north India. The Gov- 
ernment had declared her an absconder and her belongings were 
given away in auction. She managed to elude the British autho- 
tities and it was only on January 25, 1946, when the warrant 
against her arrest was officially withdrawn that she made her 
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appearance. Usha Mehta broadcast news and gave talks in 
Hindustani on a secret transmitter till she was arrested on 
November 12, 1942. 


Rajkumari Amrit Kaur and Smt. Rameshwari Nehru, who 
had been arrested immediately after the movement started, were 
treated harshly by the police. Sarojini Naidu and Mira Behn 
were also arrested and kept in the Aga Khan Palace at Poona, 
along with Gandhiji. Many women belonging to different strata 
of society laid their lives in this movement. Kasturba Gandhi 
met the martyrs death while a prisoner in the Aga Khan Palace 
on February 24, 1944. 


The brave Kanaklata Barua, a girl in her teens, was shot 
dead while leading a procession to Gohpur police station to hoist 
the tricolour. Before she died she handed over the flag to her 
grandmother who also met the same fate. The other important 
women leaders in Assam were Annupriya Barua and Sudha Lata 
Dutta. In Bengal, Matangini Hajra led the procession to the 
Tamluk Civil Court to hoist the tricolour on September 29, 1942. 
She was brutally shot dead by the military. Sasibala Dasi parti- 
cipated in the attack on the Keshpur police station and died of 
bullet wounds received in firing by the police. In Maharashtra, 
Shrimati Sakharam Matewar met the same fate while hoisting 
the national flag at Nagpur. In Bihar there were many cases of 
heroic sacrifices by the women belonging to the peasant classes 
such as Akli Devi of Lasarhi, Dhaturi Devi of Rohiyar and 
Lakshmi Hazarika of Barhampur. 


The Government thus used the most stringent measures to 
suppress the movement. A large number of people were killed 
by the firing of the police and the military. It is very difficult 
to assess with accuracy the exact number of persons condemned 
to cruel punishment or done to death as martyrs in the cause 
of the country’s freedom. According to Jawaharlal Nehru, the 
figures of the dead might vary from 4,000 to 10,000. Over 
60,000 persons had been arrested up to 1942. The number of 
persons convicted were 26,000 and 18,000 persons had been 
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detained under the Defence of India Rules, the cost of damage 
was Officially estimated at about Rs. 10,000,000. 


While in India, the Congress carried on its relentless strug- 
gle for the freedom of the country, the Indian National Army, 
under the leadership of Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose and in co- 
operation with the Japanese was marching towards the eastern 
frontier of India. Subhas Chandra Bose, a selfless patriot, who 
had been elected President of the Indian National Congress in 
1939 and later on resigned from that office, saw no harm in 
taking outside help and waging a violent struggle for the free- 
dom of the country. World War II provided him with an excel- 
lent opportunity to secure the help of the enemies of Great 
Britain and liberate India. He escaped from his confinement 
in Calcutta in 1941 and reached Germany from where he carri- 
ed on anti-British propaganda. Meanwhile, a patriotic Indian 
Army was faised by Rash Behari Bose, an old revolutionary, 
who was passing his days in exile in Japan. Netaji took a great 
personal risk in travelling in a submarine from Germany to 
Japan and thence to Malaya (Malaysia) where he took over 
the command of the Indian National Army or the Azad Hind 
Fauj, -as it was then called. He was able to organise a sizable 
Indian National Army out of the Indian prisoners of war and the 
local Indians of Malaya, Burma, Singapore, Thailand and Hong 
Kong. A large number of women of Indian origin gave active 
help in raising funds and volunteered to constitute a women’s 
wing of the I.N.A. Smt. M. K. ‘Chidambaram, Km. Saraswati, 
and Dr. S. Lakshmi were the most prominent members of the 
Women’s Section of the Indian Independence League. They 
raised a women’s regiment which was significantly named after 
the Rani of Jhansi. Col. Lakshmi was the Commander of the 
regiment. A lofty spirit of patriotism impelled the men and 
women of the I.N.A. to make the supreme sacrifice in the field 
of battle and undergo all sorts of the privations and sufferings 
with a smiling face. The I.N.A. was not successful in winning 
the freedom of the country but it certainly hastened the dissolu- 
tion of the British Empire in India. 
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The war in Europe ended with a victory for the Allies in 
May, 1945, and general elections in England were held soon 
after. The Labour Party came into power with Clement Attlce 
as the Prime Minister. The Labour Government realised the 
urgency of solving the Indian problem and ordered fresh elec- 
tions to the Central and Provincial Legislatures to test the re- 
lative strength of the political parties. The elections resulted in 
a sweeping victory for the Congress in the General seats, while 
the Muslim League won an overwhelming majority of the 
Muslim seats. 


Meanwhile, India was stirred by the revolt of a section of 
the Indian personnel of the Royal Indian Navy. The ratings 
of the Signal School in Bombay at first resorted to hunger strike 
on February 18, 1946, in protest against “untold hardships 
regarding pay and food and the most outrageous racial discri- 
mination” as also their British Commanders’ contemptuous re- 
marks about their national character. Very soon, the ratings 
in other establishments joined them and it became an open con- 
frontation when they took possession of some of the ships, 
mounted guns and made preparations to open fire on the military 
guards. As the news of the revolt spread, the people in the 
city of Bombay held demonstrations in support of the ratings. 
The police repeatedly opened fire to crush the public demon- 
strations and 200 persons were killed. The women also took 
a prominent part and some of them were killed by police fir- 
ing. Included among them were Rajamma Lakshamma, Babai 
Laxman and Shrimati Bai. The army and air force were also 
affected by this nationalistic upsurge in the Navy. Meanwhile, 
the British Prime Minister Clement Attlee made an announce- 
ment on February 19, 1946, that a Cabinet Mission would be 
sent to India to begin negotiations for transfer of power. It is 
difficult to say how far this announcement was hastened by the 
Naval Revolt which had broken out only a day earlier. The 
ratings, however, surrendered on February 23, as a result of 
the intervention of the national leaders who were by now con- 
vinced that the stage for a peaceful transfer of power had been 
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set after the British decision to send a Cabinet Mission to India. 
The Mission held meetings with leaders of the Congress and the 
Muslim League on the formation of an interim Government 
and the setting up of a Constituent Assembly to frame a con- 
stitution for India. The Cabinet Mission’s proposals were not 
considered satisfactory by the Congress and the Muslim League. 
The Interim Government formed with the Congress and Muslim 
League ministers did not work as the League refused to accept 
the convention of collective responsibility. Attlee, there- 
fore, made an announcement on February 20, 1947, declaring 
that the British Government proposed to leave India at a date 
aot later than June, 1948. Lord Mountbatten was appointed 
the new Viceroy to take the necessary steps for the final transfer 
of power. Mountbatten held discussions with the leaders of 
the various political parties and announced his plan on June 3, 
1947, On the basis of the agreement arrived at, power was 
ultimately transferred to the two successor dominions on 
August 15, 1947. 
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